25
The History of the Southern African Association for Institutional Research
Focus of the Study
This historical study is limited to the Southern African context, with a particular focus on the SAAIR. The findings are therefore mainly applicable to a particular regional context and association, and preclude generalisation to other similar associations based elsewhere in the world.
Research Aim and Methodology
We have used a historical lens to provide an overview of the history of the Southern African Association for Institutional Research (SAAIR), gathering information through an analysis of documents and conducting a survey.
The themes explored in the study include the organisational paradigm of the SAAIR, the origin and early context of SAAIR, development drivers, leadership and membership, governance and financial management, research and capacity development, networking, benchmarking the performance of the SAAIR, and opportunities for the Association's future. Most of these focus areas were identified primarily from an analysis of various SAAIR documents. The aspects pertaining to benchmarking and opportunities for the Association were included in the survey because of an absence of formal research in these areas.
The document analysis involved analysing and interpreting information in SAAIR minutes, newsletters, reports and the website. For the survey component, a purposive sampling methodology was employed (Palys 2008:697) to target those individuals with knowledge and experience of the organisation at various times over the 23-year period. The sample consisted of past SAAIR presidents and stakeholders from key organisations within and outside South Africa. The questionnaire design was informed by the themes noted above.
The questionnaire was sent via e-mail to 22 individuals from a range of organisations who either were involved in the SAAIR or had experience of the Association through their interactions or engagements. The survey elicited 15 responses resulting in a 68% response rate. The profile of the respondents and the number of responses are provided in Table 1 : 
SAAIR Organisational Paradigm
The history of the SAAIR has been marked by contextual factors that influenced its activities and resulted in certain tensions that have shifted from time to time. Throughout its history there have been tensions between the view of the SAAIR as a "voluntary association" or as a "professional association"; and between the SAAIR as an organisation dominated by South African members or one also including institutional researchers from other countries in the Southern African region. Since its inception, the SAAIR has defined itself as a regional organisation (SAAIR Constitution par 1.2 and 1.3), including countries fully or partly south of the equator on the African continent or on islands near its coast.
There has also been a tension between an "academic" approach to institutional research and a more "hands-on" or practical approach, which is not uncommon in similar associations elsewhere in the world (Rice et al. 2011 ).
The voluntary nature of the Association and its limited membership has constrained the scope of the resources it could mobilise. Until recently, it has been almost entirely dependent on the voluntary engagement of its executive committee and other members to make progress. As a result, the minutes of the SAAIR executive committee meetings show numerous examples of projects and other undertakings that are not carried out, or carried over from one meeting to another with little or no progress. Its executive committee and broader membership should weigh these deficiencies against what the SAAIR has managed to achieve through the voluntary contribution of time and expertise.
A difficulty for the SAAIR has been that some of its members may not necessarily have seen themselves as "institutional researchers". They have worked in a range of differently named units within their universities and may have seen themselves as South African Post-Secondary Education (SAPSE) officers, later as Higher Education Management Information System (HEMIS) officers, Management Information System (MIS) officers or Quality Assurance (QA) officers, rather than institutional researchers.
Although the term "institutional researcher" has become more widely accepted and used over time, it still tends to be used in a limited sense, referring in the main to those staff members who conduct and analyse surveys within their institutions.
In some universities there is a reluctance to use the term "institutional research" in the naming of units because of a concern that this could lead to confusion between this unit and units focussed on the promotion of research activity by academic staff. Some might even say that institutional research is not "real" research. 
Origin and Early Context of the SAAIR
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Drivers of the SAAIR's Development
Reviewing the history of SAAIR through an analysis of a range of SAAIR documents makes it possible to discern certain drivers of the Association's activities.
Even though it is an organisation that has grown up alongside South Africa's fledgling democracy, there is no sign of party political issues influencing the SAAIR's course. The profound changes that have, however, taken place in Higher Education in the name of transformation under the democratic government have provided both challenges and opportunities for the SAAIR and for institutional researchers generally.
The driver referred to here is "government steering". Such steering has had many manifestations, including the creation of the Council on Higher Education (CHE) and the introduction of quality assurance under its Higher Education Quality Committee ( Another driver for the development of the SAAIR is what may be called "international example". The very idea of creating SAAIR was the result of founder members attending AIR forums in the United States and presenting papers from the late eighties and early nineties, and of ad hoc interactions with international colleagues, mainly from the USA. Many of the initiatives that the SAAIR has successfully undertaken in pursuit of its stated purposes have been modelled on the experiences of members abroad. For example, the use of the term "Forum" for the annual conference and "Institute" for the capacity-development workshops of the SAAIR was adopted from international institutional research associations such as AIR and the Australasian Association for Institutional Research (AAIR). A number of SAAIR initiatives were based on interactions with individuals active in institutional research in other countries and with associations for institutional research based in Australia and Europe.
Another driver that has had an effect on the SAAIR, as it has on virtually all organisations, whether voluntary or not, has been technological change. During the previous two decades the manner in which institutional researchers did their work was constantly affected by technological developments. For example, there has been a shift away from paper-based surveys to electronic surveys, and later to online surveys (despite the poor response rates usually associated with electronic surveys). Institutional research units/departments are nowadays subscribing to a range of survey software tools such as SurveyMonkey and Qualtrics.
SAAIR Leadership
Throughout its history, the SAAIR has been served by committed and passionate presidents which has enabled the Association to grow from strength to strength. Since its establishment in 1994 the SAAIR has had ten presidents: Phil Minnaar (1994 /1995 and 1995 /1996 ), Pieter Vermeulen (1996 /1997 ), Ian McLean (1997 /1998 ), Amanda Lourens (1998 /1999 and 1999 /2000 While the Executive Committee of the SAAIR has been dominated by South Africans, members from other countries in the Southern African region have made a significant contribution.
The following members served on the Executive Committee: Zach Kazapua (Namibia), Carlos Machili (Mozambique), Daniel Mkude (Tanzania), Onalenna Silas (Botswana), Marsha Cawood (Namibia), Corneels Jafta (Namibia), Elizabeth Ngololo (Namibia) and Kagiso Kobedi (Botswana).
Zach Kazapua (Namibia), Carlos Machili ( The intention was to consider registering institutional research in Botswana as a regional Association of SAAIR. The conference was well attended but unfortunately it transpired that the majority of the delegates were more interested in academic research and educational research than in institutional research. However, the need for professional development became apparent and Molutsi and Baiketsi were subsequently responsible for organising the first professional development institute that was held outside South Africa in May 2012, a combined Quality and Institutional Research Institute, that took place in Gaborone, Botswana.
SAAIR Membership
Voluntary associations are dependent on continuing membership and the recruitment of new members. The SAAIR casts its net wide in its understanding of the scope of its potential membership. An analysis of the affiliations of its members during the period 1994-2015 indicates the wide range of institutions and geographic regions that were represented. The membership is mainly from South African higher education institutions. It needs to be noted that from the founding of the SAAIR to the late 1990s, the Association had members from a number of countries other than South Africa, namely Mozambique, Namibia, Swaziland, Tanzania and Zambia. In the late 1990s, the SAAIR also had two members from Egypt. Between 1998 and 2003, a few members from Australia and Canada attended the Forum. Subsequently, interest increased in Botswana and Namibia and the SAAIR attracted a few members from these countries, but attracting members from other countries in the region has remained difficult. Almost all members of the SAAIR in 2013/14 were from South Africa with 93% from public higher education institutions. The SAAIR will have to address the geographic distribution of its membership if it is to reach its full potential.
Governance and Financial Management
The first constitution of the SAAIR was primarily based on the constitution of the Association for Institutional Research (AIR). It was approved at the Inaugural Forum in 1994. The constitution has been amended a number of times, including fairly major revisions led by Gerrie Jacobs in 2010 and Nicolene Murdoch and Herman Visser in 2013. These made provision for more professional governance and management structures. In 2014, changes were made in the structure of the membership fees.
As the SAAIR continued to mature as an Association, it became increasingly important to enhance its governance, management and staff functions. An annual 2-day strategic planning workshop for the SAAIR Executive Committee was instituted in 2010. One of the SAAIR presidents noted the ongoing efforts to "enhance and professionalise the governance and management of the SAAIR". In 2011, the SAAIR administrator/coordinator post was created and Carin Strydom was appointed as the SAAIR's first employee. Before this milestone, administrative support was provided on a part-time basis, firstly by Adri Humphries (1994/1995) who was followed by Stieneke Senekal (1995/1996 to 31 January 2007) and Carin Strydom (1 February 2007 to 31 December 2010).
From the early days of the SAAIR, the financial management of the Association was aimed at providing good services to its membership. The Association was formed with seed funding of R500. Unisa contributed R200 from the proceedings of AIR books sold during workshops presented by John Muffo and Jim Nichols in the early 1990s. The University of Natal contributed R200, and the University of Pretoria, R100. From these humble beginnings, SAAIR has developed into a sustainable Association with sufficient resources to offer a range of annual capacity development events covering the major focus areas of the Association. In our survey, one of the past SAAIR presidents emphasised the need to ensure "the stability of the SAAIR, in particular the financial sustainability."
The funds of SAAIR are clustered into operational funds, short-term investment funds to accommodate cash flow and to deal with fluctuating income, and medium to long-term investment funds for future growth. SAAIR is currently in the process of registering as a notfor-profit association to comply with income tax regulations.
Research and Capacity Development
In 2002, the SAAIR began to give effect to some of its more ambitious plans in the area of research and capacity building. The growing need of higher education institutions for institutional research at the time meant that efforts were focused on developing a cohort of well-trained and skilled institutional researchers with research, analysis, and writing competencies.
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The issue of student retention featured prominently in higher education discourse at the time, and this led to the establishment of a sub-committee of the SAAIR headed by Amanda Lourens and a commissioned SAAIR project on student retention. The results of this research project were presented during a workshop at the 2003 Forum at the Technikon Free State in Bloemfontein and played a key role in the conceptualisation and refinement of definitions of retention and throughput for higher education that could be used throughout the region.
A conversation began in 2002 between the SAAIR Executive Committee members and representatives of AIR in the United States on possible collaboration between the SAAIR and the AIR to present a series of training workshops for the SAAIR members in Southern African countries. The original concept was for multiple workshops, one per year over a three-year period, to be held in multiple locations across the region. In the AIR funding proposal to the National Science Foundation (NSF) in the United States, the following outcomes were envisioned (Russell 2002: 2):
At least 30 SAAIR members should participate in each annual series of workshops; a corps of SAAIR trainers will be developed through a "train-thetrainer" approach; the SAAIR experience in the organization and management of training workshops will be developed; a contribution will be made to enhancing the capacity of Institutional Researchers in the region.
However, this plan of the AIR and the SAAIR to present multiple institutes over a three-year period in different countries had to be amended after the NSF in the United States indicated that it could not commit itself to the project for more than one year (SAAIR 2004a:3) .
In an address to the 2003 SAAIR Forum in Bloemfontein, David Bleazard, the SAAIR president at the time, referred to the impending mergers of higher education institutions and noted the increasing demands that the mergers and other factors -the new funding formula, the Higher Education Quality Assurance process, and the programme and qualification mix (PQM) exercise -were placing on the country's institutional researchers. These demands were multiplying against a backdrop of frequently expressed unhappiness on the part of the Department of Education concerning the overall quality of data provided by higher education institutions (Bleazard 2003:1-2) .
Bleazard reported that the SAAIR's executive committee had decided to launch two different kinds of training initiatives in 2004, namely, (a) the provision of training opportunities for South African institutional researchers focused on the use of the Higher Education Management Information System (HEMIS) and other submissions required by the Department of Education, and (b) the provision of training opportunities for institutional researchers from other countries in Southern Africa focusing on generic IR skills, such as surveying, data management, reporting, and statistics (Bleazard 2003:2) .
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InstItutIonal ReseaRch In south afRIcan hIgheR educatIon Following the AIR model of training institutes, the SAAIR decided also to use the term "institute" for its training events (SAAIR 2004b:4) . The SAAIR's first HEMIS Institute, on 3-4 May 2004, was based on the international example of AIR and was prompted by the reporting requirements that Higher Education Institutions had to meet in terms of the government's steering instruments. In the invitation to members to attend the Institute, the SAAIR (2004c:1) said that the Institute was "aimed at improving the reporting by South African institutions to the Department of Education by enhancing the skills and confidence of staff members who contribute to the HEMIS submission". The programme outline stated: "The Institute starts from the new Funding Formula, and then takes participants through the various data elements contributing to the institutional submission to the Department of Education" ( The following table shows the number of participants at the SAAIR institutes and workshops since 2010. (The "Regional Workshop" refers to a workshop offered in a particular province or region of South Africa, rather than a workshop for Southern Africa as a region.) Based on the number of delegates who attended these events and the mostly positive feedback received from them, it is evident that the SAAIR contributed significantly to the professional development of IR practitioners from the higher education sector in the region. As described in Chapter 5, which deals with professional development for institutional research, the South African Department of Higher Education and Training officially recognises the SAAIR HEMIS Institute as an official stakeholder (Republic of South Africa 2013:21), which is an acknowledgement of the contribution made by the SAAIR. It should be noted that, apart from its content, the location and the timing of the event play an important role in determining the number of attendees. For example, in 2013 the University of Venda, which is located in the far north of the country, hosted the HEMIS Institute. Although this made it difficult for some delegates to attend, the SAAIR nevertheless received positive feedback on the content.
In 2010, the SAAIR entered into a contract with AIR to make the AIR Data & Decisions courses available to the SAAIR members. A first cohort of 17 SAAIR members completed these courses in 2011. A second cohort began in 2015.
In 2006, the SAAIR offered its first Quality Assurance Institute. This was a response by the Association to an important change in the higher education landscape following the introduction of quality assurance by the South African government as the third steering mechanism, along with planning and funding. The National Council for Higher Education (NCHE) in Namibia and the Tertiary Education Council (TEC) in Botswana also introduced national quality assurance systems for higher education. As a result, institutional researchers were required to support quality processes and initiatives within their institutions.
Following the workshop on learning analytics that preceded the 2014 SAAIR conference, the first Institute in learning analytics took place on 17 March 2015. As most higher education institutions are moving toward data-driven decision making and are attempting to improve student success, the institute fulfilled an important need for the basic foundations of learner analytics. The Institute was presented by Victor Borden, a past president of AIR, and was designed for those who were new to the field of learner analytics.
Based on the example of making the wealth of information contained in American Integrated Post-Secondary Education Data System (IPEDS) more widely accessible -the main focus of AIR's Data Policy Institute -the SAAIR took initiatives to make the HEMIS data more widely accessible. The result of these initiatives is that information on all the public universities in South Africa, as audited and submitted to the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) via the HEMIS reporting system, is now accessible via the World Wide Web on the Peer Data Sharing (PDS) site maintained by the private company IDSC, based in Potchefstroom, working in close cooperation with the SAAIR.
Networking
From its early days, the SAAIR has been keen to maintain international linkages. For the inaugural Forum, three international keynote speakers were invited, namely, Hans Acherman (from the Netherlands and Chair of the International AIR Committee), Neil Bardsley (from the Australasian Association for Institutional Research, AAIR) and John Muffo (from AIR).
As a result of its interactions with international colleagues, the SAAIR was included in the AIR, the AAIR and the EAIR (the European Association for Institutional Research) cooperation agreement. This agreement was under the auspices of AIR's International Committee, which was chaired by Hans Acherman. The SAAIR was added to the agreement in 1995. This made provision for various forms of collaboration, for example, for members of the Nevertheless, fostering international relationships continued in a mutually reciprocal manner. Respondents commented in particular on the relationship between the SAAIR and the AIR members who were represented at each other's Forums ("International colleagues were invited to the SAAIR Forum and the SAAIR was represented at the 1999 AIR Forum in Seattle where valuable contacts were established") and one SAAIR respondent also networked with the CEO of AIR ("I visited the AIR Office in Tallahassee in 2009 and established links with AIR's CEO, Randy Swing as well as AIR staff members").
The high priority given by the SAAIR to international cooperation and to raise awareness of the activities of the Association locally and in other countries is evident from the following comments by our respondents:
"Expanding regional awareness of the SAAIR. Valuable input was provided at various strategic platforms -including the Eastern Cape Council for Higher Education Associations (ECCHEA) and ICOTS (International Conference on Teaching Statistics) whereby a workshop had been offered prior to the 2002 ICOTS conference."
"The activities of the SAAIR were published in internal publications of institutions."
SAAIR has worked hard to establish and maintain good networks with national entities such as the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) in South Africa, the Council on Higher Education (CHE) in South Africa, the Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation (DPME) in South Africa, and the Tertiary Education Council (TEC) in Botswana. The SAAIR's networking with DHET was positively acknowledged by a national stakeholder who commented that it "improved the quality of data submissions from universities to the DHET".
SAAIR's various networking activities garnered favourable comments from international and regional stakeholders. According to a regional stakeholder who served on the SAAIR Executive Committee in 2012, the collegial relationship between the Polytechnic of Namibia (since 2015 known as the Namibia University for Science and Technology) and the SAAIR can be credited with the establishment of the Polytechnic's Management Information and Institutional Research Unit (MIIR). This was achieved through the capacity development initiatives and activities of the SAAIR that empowered staff with knowledge and skills. The following comment captures the sentiments of this stakeholder on the role of the SAAIR in the region:
"The best part of it all is that the SAAIR imparts this knowledge through the collegial sharing of knowledge, which is a tremendous benefit to institutions, especially those in the SADC region." A common thread in the responses from international stakeholders about the achievements of the SAAIR was that it provided a professional network and learning opportunity for its practitioners both locally and internationally, and, as a consequence, provided the SAAIR with a national and international identity in its service to the broader spectrum of higher education professionals beyond its membership. This is reflected in the following responses from our respondents:
"Providing an international identity for members is definitely an achievement. For example, the first time I met the SAAIR members was at EAIR in 2002 (Prague), followed by the AIR Forum in Kansas City in 2006. The SAAIR also provides national identity for institutional research and higher education in South Africa."
"Providing a professional network for institutional researchers and other professionals provides a mechanism for setting standards and expectations for the level of quality and rigor."
SAAIR's role in providing a platform for the "sharing of ideas, practices and challenges" is regarded as another achievement by international stakeholders. An international stakeholder acknowledges the high standard of institutional research practice in South Africa:
"I have always been positively impressed with the level of sophistication among South African IR practitioners."
International stakeholders also commented on the concerted effort by the SAAIR to regionalise institutional research, particularly its role in serving as an "umbrella organisation for individuals from Zimbabwe, Botswana and Namibia."
Benchmarking the Performance of the SAAIR
Given that the SAAIR is relatively young in comparison with its international peer associations, a benchmarking component was included in the survey to elicit perceptions of how the SAAIR fares relative to other similar Associations. The following statement was made and respondents were requested to indicate their response on a five point scale: the SAAIR has to make significant improvements to reach the same level of performance in comparison to similar international organisations. The distribution of responses for the different categories of participants is presented in the table below. Of the six SAAIR presidents who responded, three disagreed with this statement while three agreed. Some explanations from those that disagreed that the SAAIR has to make significant improvements to reach the same level of performance as other similar international organisations focused on the success of the SAAIR events ("I have attended many similar functions in other countries, I think we offer an equal experience to those and I think we arrange very successful events") and noted that important changes had taken place across Associations ("AIR and EAIR have improved drastically during recent years, much much improved, we (SAAIR) did not change that much, although there were important changes"). While disagreeing that the SAAIR has to make significant improvements to reach the same level of performance as other similar international organisations, one respondent highlighted the challenge of a limited audience for institutional research in Southern Africa ("our challenge will be in further participation in an area with an already limited audience in Southern Africa").
The three presidents who agreed that the SAAIR has to make significant improvements to reach the same level of performance as its peer organisations, focused on the absence of a scholarly journal as a barrier ("The only reason I agree with the statement is in relation to research publications and studies done by members (in international organisations) and published in accredited journals (which we do not have). For example, consider the 'New directions of IR' publication by AIR and other publications by AIR"), limited membership ("the scale of the SAAIR's membership is a restraining factor"), and having to keep up with international developments ("SAAIR certainly has to improve, but that does not mean it has to struggle as if it has not been doing anything. The SAAIR started in 1994 and at that time much had already been going on in the international front. It has to keep up with international developments").
A regional stakeholder responded positively about the performance of the SAAIR's relative to its peers:
"My experience is that the SAAIR has performed well, on a comparable level with other such organisations."
The response from a long-standing SAAIR participant focussed on the Association's good comparative performance relative to its age and noted that there was room for improvement, as follows:
"After attending many AIR and EAIR conferences, I came to the conclusion that the SAAIR can be proud of its performance over the years, especially since it is still a relatively young Association. This, however, does not mean that no improvement is necessary."
Of the five international stakeholders who participated in the survey and responded to this question, one strongly disagreed with the statement and two others disagreed. The explanations included the view that the SAAIR has the critical human capacity to make notable progress ("I disagreed because I believe the critical human elements are already present for the SAAIR to make significant progress") while at the same time highlighting the importance of a centralised structure for the SAAIR in the future and the benefits thereof ("what might be lacking is a centralized staff that could relieve some of the day-to-day burden of serving not just its membership but organizing workshops and other learning opportunities. That would be a direction that could be pursued, and would make the SAAIR a much different organization if the membership decided to raise its dues, look for funding opportunities, and centralise"). The respondent in question provided concrete examples of organisations that benefitted from a centralised structure ("according to my reckoning there are two AIR organisations that benefit from a centralized structure, the mothership (AIR in Tallahassee) and EAIR in the Netherlands"), and the additional activities this has enabled ("both are significantly larger (than the SAAIR) and the AIR has built alternate funding streams through government contracts. These contracts have a downside, however, since they require work that isn't directly a member service. The upside is that they provide national visibility").
Other respondents who disagreed with the statement indicated that the SAAIR was performing at a reasonable level given its context ("From my limited exposure, the SAAIR seems to be performing at a reasonable level, especially given its context (that is, general resources available)". They positioned the SAAIR favourably relative to its peers ("the SAAIR is right up there with the other high level international IR associations outside the U.S. including Canada, Europe, and Australasia") and also noted the level of sophistication of the SAAIR ("I think they are more advanced than others at this time").
Finally, there were two international stakeholders who were non-committal. Their explanations do, however, acknowledge the international activity of members of the SAAIR as well as the strength of their skills and abilities ("the SAAIR is a vibrant organization and your members are active not only in Southern Africa, but often present papers and seminars at other institutional research meetings internationally. My experience has been that these presentations reflect strong research and presentation skills. This is important if the SAAIR is to maintain its presence in the international IR community"). Furthermore, useful suggestions were provided about enhancing scholarship through publications to strengthen the presence of the SAAIR in the international IR community ("I would argue that to strengthen that presence would involve enhancing the scholarship aspect of the SAAIR's activities by publishing books and/or a paper series like AIR's Professional File and the monograph series (see the AIR website) and making them available to all wanting to study related aspects of IR and planning"), with the view that the scholarship should be globally relevant ("while this scholarship might have a South African reference, its message should be relevant to institutional research globally").
One international respondent who was non-committal felt that his contact with the SAAIR was insufficient to warrant a knowledgeable response to the statement, but felt that based on his experience of when things first started, some members of the SAAIR had knowledge and skills which were of an international standard while this was less so for others ("I have not had enough contact with the organization in recent years to offer an informed response to this question. My experience was in the beginning when things were first getting started.
At that time there were members who were at an international standard of knowledge and skill and others who were not quite as strong, but there is also a range within other organizations internationally. I'm not sure what the situation is today"). 
Conclusion
This study has shed light on the history of the SAAIR as a voluntary association. In doing so, it has foregrounded the development of institutional research as a profession within the Southern African higher education context. The various initiatives for developing capacity, including the SAAIR Institutes and workshops, have underscored efforts to develop IR as a profession. The need for a formal qualification in IR has also been raised.
The study provides an opportunity of understanding the history of the SAAIR and of using this to shape and influence the future direction and contribution of the SAAIR. The findings of the study have implications for the improvement of the Association and provide useful insights into how it can remain relevant, effective and valuable. It draws attention to various opportunities for growth and expansion of the Association and the profession of IR.
SAAIR needs to champion change proactively and to lead efforts to expand the profession of IR within higher education institutions in the Southern African context. This will contribute to the sustainability of IR as a profession dedicated to providing decision support in higher education. It goes without saying that the SAAIR should continually strive to ensure that IR is recognised as an asset to planners and decision makers within higher education institutions.
